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Abstract 
 
This research examines the benefits of implementing an extensive reading programme within 
the structure of a four-skills Freshman English class. The study focuses on the practical 
considerations of how to fit such a programme into the framework of an already established 
curriculum, along with the impacts on learner motivation and attitudes to extensive reading. 
This small-scale study was performed with one Freshman English class over the course of a 
15-week semester. The students were given a choice of graded readers to read from in class 
for a 45-minute period of sustained silent reading (SSR). Post study questionnaires were 
administered after the 15-week term to gain insights into the students’ reading motivations, 
perceptions of reading difficulty, and overall enjoyment of extensive reading, along with 
suggestions for further improvement.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
76CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 28   81
 
Introduction and Literature Review 
 
The Case for Extensive Reading 
Extensive reading is a practice that has been shown to be an effective strategy for 
motivating English language learners (Takase, 2007). It is the practice of reading a variety of 
texts focusing more on the reader’s overall enjoyment of the activity (Kanda, 2009), rather 
than an ability to extract accurate information from an English language text. In the context 
of Japanese classrooms, students are more accustomed to intensive rather than extensive 
reading. This is the practice of reading texts to try to find some information within, using that 
information as part of a greater task within the classroom. In Japanese classrooms intensive 
reading often comes in the form of the grammar-translation method, where students read texts 
in order to translate them back into Japanese (Hino, 1988). In this context, “students are 
encouraged to make good Japanese translations rather than to appreciate the contents of a 
text” (Takase, 2012, p.97). The difference between reading short extracts of difficult passages 
in order to understand small details, as in intensive reading, and reading for pleasure, as in 
extensive reading is an important distinction to make, as extensive reading has been shown to 
improve reading proficiency faster than intensive reading (Nakanishi, 2015).  
As well as improving reading proficiency, extensive reading has also been shown to 
improve learners’ attitudes towards reading. Yamashita (2013) found that extensive reading 
reduced learners’ anxiety towards reading in English. Dickinson (2017) also found a positive 
upturn in perceived enjoyment of reading English, and perhaps more importantly found that 
extensive reading can help motivate learners to continue reading in English. Similarly, 
extensive reading has been found to provide positive benefits in terms of vocabulary 
improvement (Waring & Takagi, 2003; Horst, 2005), reading rate and fluency (Taguchi, 
Takayasu-Maass & Gorsuch, 2004; Iwahori, 2008), and an improvement in TOEIC scores 
(Furukawa, 2010; Nishizawa, Yoshioka & Fukada, 2010).  
 
How to best perform Extensive Reading 
If set up correctly an extensive reading programme can be “one of the most effective 
methods for motivating learners to read” (Takase, 2012, p.98). Day and Bamford (1998) 
assert that for extensive reading programmes to be successful, students should read as much 
as possible, choosing from reading materials which are “well within the linguistic 
competence of the students in terms of vocabulary and grammar” (p.8). To find such reading 
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materials several placement tests have been proposed. In Takase (2012) the Edinburgh 
Project on Extensive Reading (EPER) Placement Test was used. This is a cloze test in which 
students are asked to fill in the missing words in twelve paragraphs of increasingly difficult 
text. Likewise, a test focusing on vocabulary size has been put forward as useful assessment 
(Macalister, 2015) as vocabulary size is argued to be important for reading comprehension 
(Nation, 2001; Nation & Beglar, 2007). The Mochizuki Vocabulary Size Test (1998) was 
used by Walker (2016) in his study in order to measure receptive vocabulary size, and 
therefore aid him in selecting appropriate reading materials for students. 
However, it has been argued that in the Japanese context “due to the students’ rigid 
translation habits and the students’ inexperience in reading English as it is” (Takase, 2012, 
p.101) EPER Placement Test levels are often too high for students. As such, Furukawa et al 
(2010) put together a list of 13,000 texts to be used for extensive reading with Japanese 
students according to an ‘easy-readability’ scale, called the Yomiyasusa Levels (YL). To 
grade the Yomiyasusa Levels, factors such as “word count, difficulty of words, illustrations, 
the size of fonts, different text styles, genres, Japanese learners’ background knowledge and 
familiarity with the content were considered” (Takase, 2012. p.103). It was found that the 
books in the Yomiyasusa Levels were much easier to read than those on their equivalent 
levels in the EPER list, and as such the YL readability scale was recommended for extensive 
reading in Japanese classrooms (Nishizawa, Yoshioka, & Itoh, 2006).  
For the purpose of extensive reading, the readability of a text is of great importance 
(Takase, 2008), as students should “select material they can read with ease” (Day & 
Bamford, 1998. p.29). It has been argued that simplified texts are preferable to authentic 
texts, as “if authentic texts are too difficult, students will go back to old habits of focusing on 
deciphering the code, using dictionaries, not reading fluently, and developing negative 
feelings about reading” (Fields, 2017, p.199). This has a significantly negative impact on 
their reading, as when students focus on deciphering and decoding text they are forced to 
think hard in Japanese rather than in English (Nishizawa et al, 2006).  
However, another important element to consider is the students having control over 
the reading materials themselves. Learners should “select what they want to read and have 
the freedom to stop reading material that fails to interest them” (Day and Bamford, 1998. 
p.8). The perceived ability to have freedom of choice in terms of reading material helps to 
motivate students to read. This is important as a “less motivated reader spends less time 
reading, exerts lower cognitive effort, and is less dedicated to full comprehension than a more 
highly motivated reader” (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000. p.406). It has been argued that “as 
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reading is an individual act, feelings of agency and a sense of personal control over reading 
are all the more important” (Tanaka, 2017, p.106).  
To take advantage of the benefits that come from a shared learning environment, it 
has been argued that performing extended reading within the classroom is beneficial to 
students, due to students being positively influenced by their peers in their immediate 
learning environment (Chang, 2010; Kozaki & Ross, 2011; Tanaka, 2014, 2017). Although 
students can be seen to benefit from being in a learning environment surrounded by their 
peers, there can be more freedom in how a teacher sets up an extensive reading programme 
whether deciding to require reading to be done in class, or at home in the student’s own time 
can be decided on a case by case basis (Waring & McLean, 2015).  
 
Method 
 
The Present Study 
The participants in the study were 16 first year university students who were enrolled 
in a mandatory Freshman English class in a Tokyo university. The class itself was a general 
four-skills communicative English class which met for a 45-minute class, five times a week 
over two 15-week semesters. This particular class was chosen as the class was held five times 
a week, rather than four times a week as was the standard for other departments in the 
university. Therefore it was felt that an extensive reading element could be introduced once a 
week without causing any upheaval to the Freshman English curriculum.  
Due to time and resource constraints, performing a placement test, such as the EPER, 
or Mochizuki Vocabulary Size Test was not an option. Instead, the decision was taken to 
choose graded readers based on the level of their current course textbook. The elementary 
level of the Macmillan Readers series was chosen, as this represented the closest step down in 
difficulty from the students’ regular course book for this class. This particular series of 
graded reader was chosen as it represented the largest ‘complete’ series available in the 
CELE department library, thus allowing the students the greatest amount of choice and 
consistency. Thirty different titles were selected from within this level from the Center for 
English Language Education’s (CELE) department library. Every Friday the students could 
select any book they wanted from the pre-selected range. It was explained to them that if they 
at any time wanted to change their selection, they were free to do so. Students were 
encouraged to read at their own pace without the use of a dictionary. A sign out sheet was 
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used so that students could keep a note of which books they were reading, or had previously 
read, and which page they were currently reading in their books.  
The extended reading classes were scheduled once a week, every Friday, for one 15-
week semester. Students were expected to read for the duration of the 45-minute class in a 
period of Sustained Silent Reading (SSR). SSR refers to the action of reading for a period of 
time without any post-reading activity requirement (Krashen, 2004). After the 15-week 
semester an anonymous questionnaire was administered to inquire about the students’ honest 
feelings towards the extensive reading classes. It was hoped that with these findings the 
method, nature, or set up of the classes could be altered, if necessary, to be improved upon 
for the following academic year, based on the general feedback of the students who 
participated.  
 
Results 
 
General Reading Habits Outside the Classroom 
The following questions focused on the students’ reading habits in Japanese and 
English in their free time.  
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Although similar in that the students tend to read manga and websites more than other 
media in both English and Japanese, the total amount of responses was much lower, with 
only 17 responses of reading English outside the classroom, compared to 40 responses of 
reading in Japanese. As is shown, the majority of students reported that they typically spent 
no time at all reading in English outside the classroom in a typical week.  
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Reading Preferences 
The vast majority of the students responded that they enjoy reading in their native 
Japanese outside of class, with 93.8% of the class responding affirmatively. However, 
although still positive, that figure dips somewhat when asked the same question about reading 
in English outside class, with around 69% answering in the affirmative. That number drops 
yet again when asked if they like reading English inside the classroom, with only 62.5% 
answering ‘yes’.  
 
Extensive Reading Class 
The following questions were aimed at finding the students’ opinions towards the 
extensive reading class itself.  
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To the question, ‘How enjoyable is our extensive reading class?’, students answered 
along a 10-point scale, with ‘one’ being ‘not enjoyable’ and ‘ten’ being ‘extremely 
enjoyable’. The mean was 5.44, which puts it fairly central in the scale. The same scale was 
used to gauge ease of reading for the students. The mean of these responses was 6.25 which 
puts it a little more towards easy in terms of readability.  
To examine whether or not the students enjoy the reading materials which were 
provided, I asked, ‘How happy are you with the book choices?’ using the same 10-point 
scale. The mean result was 5.5 on the scale. Students were also asked if they could choose the 
reading materials in class, what would they choose. The majority chose manga, followed by 
novels, magazines and then newspapers.  
 
Class Perceptions and Activities 
These questions were concerned with how the students perceived their ability, and the 
activities or lack thereof in the extensive reading class itself. The overwhelming majority of 
students responded that they thought the extensive reading helped to improve their English, 
with 92.9% of the class responding affirmatively. Although when asked if they would like to 
do any supplementary tasks along with their reading, the majority answered negatively in 
terms of writing a book report or ranking the books they had read, with 85.7% of the students 
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responding negatively. However, the students answered somewhat more positively regarding 
talking with their partners about the books that they had read, with 42.9% of students 
responding positively. 
 
Discussion 
 
The results of the post-study questionnaire found that although students had a positive 
view on reading in Japanese, their opinions were less favourable about reading in English. 
Establishing the students’ opinions on reading in Japanese is important because “it is likely 
that the attitudes towards reading which L2 learners bring into the programme influence their 
performance or engagement in extensive reading” (Yamashita 2004, p. 1). Day and Bamford 
(1998) also state “assuming that students are already literate in their first language, one 
source of attitudes toward second language reading is the attitude that students have toward 
reading in their own language” (p. 23). The students overall positive attitude towards reading 
in their L1 likely carried over into their positive outlook towards L2 reading. However, it is 
possible that their slightly less favourable view of reading in English is due to their 
experience of intensive reading in their English classrooms. Due to this prevalence many 
students may be unaccustomed to the idea of reading in English for pleasure, rather than to 
analyse or translate text. This sentiment seems to be shown by the fact that students answered 
more positively that they generally enjoyed reading in English, whereas they were less 
positive about reading English in class.  
Likewise, their less positive opinion about reading could be due to the choice of 
reading material on offer. The mean score of 5.5 on a ten point scale when asked how 
satisfied they were with the book choices available seems to support this. Students responded 
that they would like to have read manga in class most, followed by novels, newspapers, and 
magazines. As Tanaka (2017) notes, “perceived autonomy...play(s) an important role in 
sustaining motivation for ER” (p. 106), in this way the students lack of variety of reading 
materials available may have resulted in a perceived lack of autonomy, thus having a 
negative effect on the readers’ motivation in the task.  
Although the level of books chosen represented a step down in difficulty from their 
regular course textbook, the students still perceived that the extensive reading classes were 
more towards the difficult end of the spectrum. This is surprising, however, this result does 
seem to be in line with Furukawa (2010) in that the level of books typically suggested for efl 
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students would be difficult to read for Japanese efl learners without trying to simultaneously 
translate them into Japanese.  
Students overwhelmingly responded that they believed the extensive reading classes 
were helping to improve their English, which is in line with other researchers’ findings 
(Tanaka & Stapleton, 2007; Matsui & Noro, 2010; Yamashita, 2013). However, students 
were less positive when asked if they wanted to do other kinds of post-reading activities. This 
is somewhat surprising as other research had asserted the contrary. Stoeckel et al (2012) 
found that completing post-reading quizzes had no negative effects on attitudes towards 
extensive reading. Likewise, Yamashita (2013) found that undertaking book reports as a post-
reading activity had no negative effects on learner motivation and attitudes towards L2 
reading. Students responded more favourably towards the possibility of taking part in post-
reading speaking activities with a partner. This has been highlighted by Tanaka (2017) who 
argued, “Although reading is an individual experience, learners often talk with their 
classmates about how many pages they read, whether they liked a book, and what they want 
to read next. They perceive their classmates’ involvement in reading through such 
conversations, as well as through their own observations of their classmates’ reading 
attitudes.” (p.107). Likewise, the role of peer motivation has been found to have a positive 
impact on extensive reading (Chiang, 2010; Tanaka, 2014).  
 
Problems and Limitations 
Perhaps the biggest limitation with the current study is the extremely low sample size 
of 16. With such a small sample size it is difficult to say that these findings would be 
consistent if scaled up. However, some of the findings have been useful, and could be taken 
into account if extensive reading were to be rolled out on a larger scale with more classes 
taking part. As such, the current study should be best viewed as a pilot study and the base 
trends to be used as indicators of how a wider-scale, more robust study could be undertaken.  
Although it has been shown to be possible to implement an extensive reading 
programme without being detrimental to other goals of a four-skills communication course 
(Nishizawa, Yoshioka, & Fukuda, 2010), there are several difficulties. Depending on your 
goal for the extensive reading, it may be difficult to attain without dedicating a sizeable 
amount of time to it. It was found that TOEIC scores showed an increase (Nishizawa, 
Yoshioka, & Fukuda, 2010), but this was at a rate of between 9-18 points per 100,000 words 
read. They argued that “a reading amount of 300,000 words was the threshold where many 
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students started to show significant increases in TOEIC scores” (p.637), which they estimated 
would take 2-3 years.  
Similarly, if the goal is to become an independent reader, Sakai (2002) proposed the 
milestone of 1,000,000 words.  
The problem of motivating learners to perform in an extensive reading programme 
can also prove taxing. Fields (2017) found that, “many students simply will not participate in 
a program which requires a high degree of independent work” (p. 200). As reading 
performance is so often linked to intrinsic or peer motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2002; Mori, 
2002; Kozaki & Ross, 2011; Tanaka, 2017), or learners’ own attitudes to reading in their L1 
(Yamashita, 2004), the outcome of extensive reading classes can be hit or miss. To illustrate 
this point, Mori (2015) asserted that, “a limited number of students become engrossed in 
reading and end up reading a lot while the rest of the students read less than the ideal 
amount” (p.131). Likewise, it is difficult for teachers themselves to measure students’ 
progress and hold them accountable for their reading (Campbell & Weatherford, 2013; Robb 
& Kano, 2013). If we are to promote extensive reading as a pleasurable task which 
encourages learners to develop a liking for reading (Richards & Schmidt, 2002), how then 
should we go about evaluating an autonomous, pleasurable exercise (Brown, 2012)? 
Another practical problem to consider is that of cost. If the educational institution 
does not already have a suitable bank of reading materials it can be prohibitively expensive to 
set up an extensive reading programme. Likewise, a lack of choice of reading materials can 
be shown to have a negative impact on learners’ feelings of autonomy. In the present study’s 
case, many students reported that they wanted to read manga,however, no manga was present 
in the CELE department’s library. 
 
Conclusion and Suggestions for Improvement 
An extensive reading programme may well provide benefits to students in terms of 
improved vocabulary, attitudes towards reading, and learning autonomy. However, to set up 
such a programme requires a great deal of time, and careful consideration. 
To properly implement an extensive reading programme, the purpose, methods, and 
benefits may have to be outlined to students at the beginning of the programme to get them 
onboard. Students can be unfamiliar with the idea of reading for pleasure in a classroom 
setting. The perceived lack of pre-or-post-reading tasks could bring students to question the 
benefits of extensive reading. Cote and Milliner (2014) found that “many students are also 
unsure or appear to question the benefits of ER in their English classes” (p. 985), and that 
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“teachers need to be clearer in why they are requiring students to engage with graded reader 
books” (p.985). For this reason it would have been beneficial in the current study to outline 
the purpose of extensive reading at the beginning of the programme. Also, requiring students 
to take a placement test, such as the EPER, would have been useful not only to accurately 
gauge which graded readers the students should select, but also to give the students 
themselves something to record their own improvement. In this way, a placement test could 
have been taken not only pre-and-post programme, but also during the semester so that 
students could see their scores improve, and also to provide more traditional motivation to 
continue reading.  
In the present study many students responded that a 45-minute period of sustained 
silent reading was too taxing, and that they found themselves becoming sleepy, and their 
concentration waning. In this regard, it may be useful to gradually build up to a long period 
of SSR over the course of several classes, or instead the SSR could be broken up with short 
writing, or speaking activities, as this has been shown to be successful (Stoekel, Reagan, & 
Hann, 2012; Dickinson, 2017).  
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